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SEGMENTED RESISTOR STRING DIGITAL 
TO-ANALOG CONVERTERS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to the ?eld of integrated 
circuit digital-to-analog converters. 

2. Prior Art 

A simple digital-to-analog converter is comprised of a 
plurality of resistors coupled in series across a voltage 
reference, With a decoder receiving and decoding a digital 
input signal to control sWitches to couple the voltage of the 
selected node betWeen resistors to the digital-to-analog 
converter output. A segmented resistor string digital-to 
analog converter is similar in some respects, though contains 
?rst and second pluralities of resistors, each plurality of 
resistors being coupled in series to de?ne tWo resistor 
strings. The ?rst resistor string is coupled across a voltage 
reference. The second resistor string is coupled across tWo 
adjacent nodes in the ?rst resistor string selected in response 
to the output of a decoder driven by the most signi?cant bits 
of the digital input signal. The least signi?cant bits of the 
input signal are decoded and used to couple the selected 
node betWeen resistors in the second resistor string to the 
digital-to-analog converter output. 
Many segmented resistor string architectures for digital 

to-analog converters are Well knoWn in the prior art. These 
architectures include isolating the primary string from a 
secondary string by use of a pair of unity gain buffers, and 
applying a secondary resistor string directly across a primary 
string element and predicting the voltage shifts in the 
primary string voltages. Other similar, and more exotic, 
approaches are also knoWn in the prior art. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Segmented resistor string digital-to-analog converters 
using a resistor string primary converter segment and a 
current source secondary. The primary converter segment 
provides conversion of the most signi?cant bits to an analog 
voltage form and the current source provides conversion of 
the least signi?cant bits to an analog current form. An output 
circuit combines the tWo into a single analog output. Various 
embodiments are disclosed, including an embodiment using 
a binary Weighted current source and an embodiment using 
a thermometer code current source. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram for an exemplary controllable 
current source for generating the least signi?cant bit current 
source ILSB used in the embodiment of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 3 is a circuit diagram for an alternate exemplary 
controllable current source for generating the least signi? 
cant bit current source ILSB used in the embodiment of FIG. 
1. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

The present invention is a simple segmented architecture 
for segmented resistor string digital-to-analog converters 
ideally suited for medium speed, high accuracy (10 to 14 bit, 
depending on the fabrication process used) digital-to-analog 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

2 
converters in a very compact footprint, Which converters do 
not require trimming, and have the predictable, linear, 
monotonic, loW glitch operation inherent in resistor-string 
digital-to-analog converters. 
NoW referring to FIG. 1, an exemplary embodiment of the 

present invention may be seen. In this FIG., VREF is the 
reference voltage for the digital-to-analog converter. The 
loW reference in this case is shoWn as ground, but this is not 
mandatory. Also, While the reference voltage for a digital 
to-analog converter is normally a ?xed reference voltage, 
this is not a requirement, as variable reference voltages are 
sometimes used as is Well knoWn in the art, such as in 
ratiometric devices, Where the output is to be some com 
manded fraction of the input (reference) voltage. 

In the embodiment shoWn, resistors R1 and R2 and 
ampli?er A1 form a voltage divider With gain G1 given by: 

VREF 

Where A1 is the gain of ampli?er A1. 
The gain G1 is typically around 0.5, although any value 

may be used. Also the voltage divider comprising resistors 
R1 and R2 and ampli?er A1 are not normally an integral part 
of the digital-to-analog converter, and a suitable reference 
voltage can be applied directly to the node MSBREF if 
desired. 
Assume for purposes of explanation that the digital signal 

to be converted to an analog signal is N bits Wide. The 
analog conversion of the M Most Signi?cant Bits of the 
digital input signal is derived from the voltages on the nodes 
betWeen adjacent resistors in a primary resistor string of 
series connected resistors RO through RM_1. For the M bit 
primary segment, there Will be 2M identical resistors in the 
primary chain, and the multiplexer (decoder) Will be a 2M to 
1 con?guration. The voltage of the desired node betWeen 
resistors is selected by applying the M Most Signi?cant Bits 
of the digital input signal to the multiplexer, the output of 
Which determines Which one of the sWitches, typically MOS 
sWitches, each coupled to a respective resistor node, is on. 
The voltage output MSBOM from the multiplexer is fed 

into the non-inverting terminal of operational ampli?er A2. 
The output of the ampli?er is fed back to the inverting input 
through resistor RGAIN, With the inverting input also coupled 
to the circuit ground through the series combination of 
resistors RFLOW and RFHIGH. Thus the ampli?er is con?g 
ured as a non-inverting ampli?er With a gain G2 given by: 

RGAIN ) 
G2 : 1+ 

(RFLOW + RFHIGH 

Ampli?er A2 can also function as the output driver for the 
digital-to-analog converter, or can be folloWed by further 
driver circuitry. Typically the gain G2 of the ampli?er A2 is 
around 2, although this is not mandatory. Also, typically 
G1><G2=1 although this again is not a mandatory require 
ment. 

As can be seen from the equation de?ning G2, the gain of 
this stage is controlled by the combined resistance of resis 
tors RFLOW+RFHIGH in relation to the single resistor RGAIN. 
Fine control of the output voltage is achieved by introducing 
a current ILSB into the node betWeen RFLOW and RFHIGH. 
The magnitude of this current is controlled by the N-M 
Least Signi?cant Bits (LSBs) of the digital input signal to be 
converted to analog form, Where again, N is the overall 
resolution of the digital-to-analog converter (in number of 
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bits) and M, as de?ned above, is the number of most 
signi?cant bits used in the resistor chain segment of the 
converter. The current source for the current ILSB can have 
any one of 2(N'M) values, the difference betWeen each 
consecutive value being equal (for a linear converter), 
namely equal to one Least Signi?cant Bit in the converter 
output. The effect of this current into the feedback netWork 
of ampli?er A2 forms the secondary digital-to-analog con 
verter segment. For instance, a 12 bit (N=12) converter may 
use the 8 most signi?cant bits (M=8) in the primary segment 
and the 4 least signi?cant bits in the secondary (12—8=4). 
Any split betWeen primary and secondary segments is 
possible, typically dependent on the target silicon process 
and the overall desired performance and siZe of the digital 
to-analog converter. 

Including the effect of the injection of the current I L SE into 
the node betWeen resistors R FLOW and R FHIG H, the output of 
ampli?er A2 is given by: 

ILSBRFbOW) 
Note that With the feedback circuit for ampli?erA2 shoWn 

in FIG. 1, the converter output voltage decreases for increas 
ing values of ILSB. In the case of G1><G2=1, if the current 
ILSB is controllable over 2(N_M) discrete values of currents 
ranging from ILSBUNIT to (N—M)ILSBUN,T, Where the various 
parameters are selected so that 

ILSBUNIT RFLOW _ VREF 

G2 

then the output of the converter Will go from 0 (or the 
negative reference if not 0) to VREF—1 LSB, Where the 
voltage increment representing the LSB is given by: 

VREF 

An exemplary method of generating the current ILSB may 
be seen in FIG. 2, illustrating an exemplary embodiment for 
N—M=4. In this circuit, ampli?er A3, transistor M1 and 
resistor RREF form a voltage to current (V to I) converter, as 
folloWs: 

Where: 
I is the current through transistor M1 

VLsBref is the reference voltage applied to the non 
inverting input to ampli?er A3 

Rref is the resistance of the resistor coupled betWeen the 
source of transistor M1 and the circuit ground. 

Transistors M2 through M7 form a binary Weighted 
current mirror, in this case a 4 bit Weighting of relative 
currents of 8, 4, 2 and 1. Transistors M8 and M9 are used to 
steer the current from transistor M3 to ground (transistor M9 
ON) or to the output ILSB (transistor M8 ON), i.e., into the 
top of RFLOW in FIG. 1, responsive to the state of a 
respective one of the four least signi?cant control bits 
(LSBs), driving transistor M8 and its inverse driving tran 
sistor M9. Transistors M10 to M15 perform the same 
function for transistors M4 to M6 as transistors M8 and M9 
perform for transistor M3. Transistor M7 (relative current of 
1) is permanently connected to the output, Which provides a 
minimum current equivalent to one Least Signi?cant Bit in 
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4 
the converter output. This alloWs the output of the digital 
to-analog converter to go doWn to Zero, and up to Within 
1LSB of G1><G2><VREF (referring to FIG. 1). The steering of 
currents to the output ILSB or to ground in this manner 
minimiZes disturbances by operating the current source at a 
constant current, as sum of the currents steered to the output 
ILSB plus the sum of the currents steered to ground is 
independent of the digital control signal. 

Using the LSB generation scheme of FIG. 2 (shoWn here 
for 4 bits), the design of the MSB resistor string can be 
carried out completely independently to the LSB section. 
The only requirement is that: 

R : REF G2 

Where: 

M is (as de?ned previously) the number of elements in the 
primary string 

RFLOW is as shoWn in FIG. 1 
V(LSBREF) is the reference voltage to the LSB section 

(see FIG. 2) 
V(MSBREF) is the reference voltage to the MSB section 

(see FIG. 1). 
Note that the ratio of RFLOW to RFHIGH is not important, 

and can be selected as a design parameter. This alloWs a lot 
of ?exibility as RFLOW and RFHIGH need not match at all. 
This alloWs the possibility of, for instance, using a different 
type of resistor for the majority of the feedback resistance. 
Note that RGAIN must still match the composite of RFLOW+ 
RFHIGH, so must be made of the same elements. As an 
example, RFLOW may be a 5 k9 thin ?lm resistor, and 
RFHIGH may be a 95 k9 N-Well resistor. For a gain of G2=3, 
the resistor RGAIN should be made up from a 10k thin ?lm 
resistor and 190 kQ N-Well resistor. 
The LSB current ILSB generation need not utiliZe a 

binary Weighted scheme as described above. Indeed, a 
thermometer code approach, such as that shoWn in FIG. 3, 
offers signi?cant performance advantages in that monoto 
nicity is guaranteed throughout the least signi?cant bit 
section. Here, ?fteen sWitches SW1 through SW15 
(typically MOS sWitches) each direct an increment of cur 
rent (all having a relative Weight of 1) though mirrored 
transistors M3 through M17, respectively, to the output ILSB 
or to the circuit ground. The sWitches SW1 through SW15 
are controlled through a four bit least signi?cant bit decoder 
(in the exemplary embodiment) so that all sWitches above a 
decoded value are off, and all other sWitches are on. Con 
sequently an increment in the decoded value alWays adds an 
increment in current to the current ILSB. As before, one ?xed 
increment of current is provided by transistor M18 to alloW 
the converter to range from 0 to one Least Signi?cant Bit 
beloW G1><G2><VREF (referring to FIG. 1). 

Note that in the event the reference voltage VREF of FIG. 
1 is a constant voltage, the voltage LSBREF of FIG. 2 or of 
FIG. 3, by Way of example, Will also be a ?xed voltage, and 
may be derived from a common voltage source. In the case 
of ratiometric devices, the reference voltage VREF and the 
voltage LSBREF Will both vary together, and again may be 
derived from a common source, typically a common input 
such as the circuit poWer supply voltage itself or a separate 
analog input to be converted to an analog output With a 
digitally controlled gain. 

Since monotonicity is also guaranteed in the MSB section 
(an inherent feature of any series resistor string digital-to 



US 6,486,818 B1 
5 

analog converter stage), to guarantee an overall monotonic 
digital-to-analog converter, all that is required is that the 
LSB section overall is skewed less than 1 LSB With respect 
to the MSB string. Thus a single point trim (on the LSB 
section reference current) may be used to adjust the MSB to 
LSB skeW and hence guarantee monotonicity if native 
accuracy is not sufficient. 

It should be recogniZed that other schemes to generate the 
current ILSB, including (but not limited to) the use of the 
MSB resistor string as RREF and the use of other decodes 
besides binary Weighted and thermometer do not depart 
from the spirit of this invention. Also, While operational 
ampli?er A2 and its feedback circuitry convert the ILSB 
current to a voltage to provided a digital-to-analog converter 
voltage output, a corresponding circuit could be used to 
instead convert the voltage output of the resistor string 
digital-to-analog converter to a current and to combine the 
same With the current ILSB to provide an digital-to-analog 
converter With a current output. 

There has been described herein a segmented digital-to 
analog converter architecture intended primarily for integra 
tion on a microchip. The resistor string primary and current 
mode secondary provides the advantages of ?exibility 
during design of siZe and performance, no difficult or 
code-dependent loading demands are placed on the string 
elements or sWitches, no inherent mutual interaction 
betWeen primary and secondary stages, and simple matching 
requirements ensure that loW Differential Non Linearity 
(DNL) is relatively easy to achieve. While certain preferred 
embodiments of the present invention have been disclosed 
and described herein, it Will be understood by those skilled 
in the art that various changes in form and detail may be 
made therein Without departing from the spirit and scope of 
the invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A segmented resistor string digital-to-analog converter 

for converting an N bit digital signal to analog form com 
prising: 

an M bit resistor string digital-to-analog converter con 
verting the M most signi?cant bits of the digital signal 
to analog form, Where M is less than N; 

a controllable current source providing a current source 

output controllable in current increments responsive to 
the N-M least signi?cant bits of the digital signal; 

a circuit coupled to the output of the M bit resistor string 
digital-to-analog converter and to the controllable cur 
rent source output providing an output responsive to the 
combination of the voltage output of the M bit resistor 
string digital-to-analog converter and the controllable 
current source output. 

2. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 
verter of claim 1 Wherein the circuit coupled to the output of 
the M bit resistor string digital-to-analog converter and to 
the controllable current source output provides a voltage 
output responsive to the voltage output of the M bit resistor 
string digital-to-analog converter minus least signi?cant bit 
voltage increments responsive to the controllable current 
source output. 
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3. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 

verter of claim 2 Wherein the controllable current source is 
controllable in least signi?cant bit increments ranging 
upWard from a minimum of one least signi?cant bit current. 

4. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 
verter of claim 2 Wherein the circuit coupled to the output of 
the M bit resistor string digital-to-analog converter and to 
the controllable current source output comprises an opera 
tional ampli?er With a feedback circuit coupled to the 
inverting ampli?er input, the output of the M bit resistor 
string digital-to-analog converter being coupled to the non 
inverting ampli?er input and the controllable current source 
output being coupled to the feedback circuit. 

5. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 
verter of claim 1 Wherein the controllable current source is 
binary Weighted current steering current source. 

6. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 
verter of claim 1 Wherein the controllable current source is 
a thermometer code current source. 

7. A method of digital-to-analog conversion for convert 
ing an N bit digital signal to an analog output comprising: 

converting the M most signi?cant bits of the digital signal 
to an analog voltage, Where M is less than N, using an 
M bit resistor string digital-to-analog converter; 

converting the N-M least signi?cant bits in the digital 
signal to a current responsive in current increments to 
the decoded N-M least signi?cant bits; 

providing the analog output by combining the analog 
voltage of the M bit resistor string digital-to-analog 
converter and the current responsive to the decoded 
N-M least signi?cant bits. 

8. The method of digital-to-analog conversion of claim 7 
Wherein the analog output is an analog voltage output 
responsive to the an analog voltage of the resistor string 
digital-to-analog convert e r minus the current responsive to 
the decoded N-M least signi?cant bits. 

9. The method of digital-to-analog conversion of claim 8 
Wherein the N-M least signi?cant bits in the digital signal is 
converted to a current in least signi?cant bit increments 
having a minimum current of one least signi?cant bit 
current. 

10. The segmented resistor string digital-to-analog con 
verter of claim 8 Wherein the analog output is provided by 
combining the analog voltage of the resistor string digital 
to-analog converter and the current responsive to the 
decoded least signi?cant bits using an operational ampli?er. 

11. The method of digital-to-analog conversion of claim 7 
Wherein the N-M least signi?cant bits in the digital signal 
are converted to a current using a binary Weighted current 
steering current source. 

12. The method of digital-to-analog conversion of claim 
7 Wherein the N-M least signi?cant bits in the digital signal 
are converted to a current using a thermometer code current 
source. 


